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Eastern Michigan University Archives, Oral Histories
Oral History Interview with Dr. Richard Robb (RR)
Interview conducted by Historic Preservation graduate student Katie Delahoyde (KD) on Friday,
March 5, 2021. EMU Archives lecturer Matt Jones (MJ) was also present.
Transcribed by Katie Delahoyde.

KD: Today is Monday, March 22, 2021. This is Katie Delahoyde, a graduate student in the
Historic Preservation Program at Eastern Michigan University, and today I am speaking with Dr.
Richard Robb over a Zoom video call. Matt Jones, a lecturer with the EMU Archives, is also
here. Matt and I are both in Halle Library at EMU and Dr. Robb is at his winter home in Florida.
So, a little introduction. You can tell me if I’ve gotten it all right. Dr. Robb graduated from
Eastern Michigan University in 1960, then went on to study dentistry at the University of
Michigan. He operated a dental practice in Ypsilanti for many years, and was elected twice to
Ypsilanti City Council, and has been active with numerous civic organizations. Dr. Robb served
on the Board of Regents of EMU from 1967 to 1992, and was Chairman of the Board from 1975
to 1984 [1985]. He was appointed chair of the University Logo Committee, which was tasked
with finding a new logo to replace the Huron, in 1991. After Dr. Robb stepped down from the
Board of Regents, the Student Recreation Center was renamed the Olds-Robb Student
Recreation Intramural Complex to recognize his service to the community.
RR:
‘67.

Okay. I think I went on the Board in 1969 [1967]. I was elected to the City Council in

KD:

Okay. Alright, duly noted. Thank you.

RR: Oh, and the other thing is. I didn’t graduate from Eastern in 1960. I went to dental school
without graduating from Eastern.
KD:

Oh, really?

RR: Yeah. And then I came—when I was on the Board, they gave me an honorary Eastern
diploma, and I think that was somewhere around—oh, gosh, I don’t know. You’d have to look it
up, but...I can’t recall, but they were kind enough to do that. They gave me credit for my classes

in dental school. I think I was six hours short. And you don’t need a degree to get into dental
school. You just have to meet, um, requirements, so. If that’s worth fixing.
KD: Okay, thank you. Duly noted. So, then, after the Army, did you come back and take some
classes but didn’t take those last six credits?
RR: I was a—when I started school in 1954, at Michigan State Normal College, I—local kid,
local friends, I didn’t buckle down real well, so after about two and a half years, I knew I wasn’t
going to be able to get into a dental school if I didn’t shape up, so I volunteered for the draft and
went into the Army for two years, then came back for a year and a semester, three semesters, and
then was accepted to U of M Dental School, which...very fortunate. But they showed that I—it
showed that I’d kinda matured, and they’d take a chance on me.
KD: So, one thing I was wondering while reading about all of the different things you did,
was, what overlap in the required skills there was between being a Regent at a mid-sized,
Midwestern university and being a dentist. Like, what skills did you need for both?
RR: Well, dental school is, you know, that one’s pretty easy to know what skills you need. I
mean just academics, practical aspects of it. The other was just a love for the university, love for
the community. I had a friend who was very active in politics, was a good friend of Governor
Romney, Mitt’s dad, and there were three Regents on the Board at the time that had to resign
because they were on the boards of local banks, and the local banks did business with EM—well,
Michigan State Normal, and so they considered that a conflict of interest. And so the governor
asked my friend if he had any recommendations for the Board, and he had three different people
that he asked, and there were three people added to the Board at that time. And I was, you know,
very excited and happy for the opportunity. I happened to be the youngest in the country to a
major university, public university. My parents had gone there, my two brothers had gone to
Michigan State Normal. I had an affinity for the school, a love for it, so I had no—didn’t go in
with any preconceived complaints or things I thought needed to be changed. It was a learning
experience. So that was how it happened.
KD: So you said your parents attended Michigan State Normal. That was before the Huron
name and logo were adopted. So were they Normalites?
RR: You know, I don’t know. They both passed away when I was quite young, so I don’t
know what the logo was. It could very well be the case.
KD: I read that somewhere, but I wasn’t sure how much the students...did they call themselves
“Normalites”? (Laughing)

RR: Well, it was, they were proud of it. I don’t know if it was the oldest teacher’s college west
of the Alleghenies. So, it had a very strong history and tradition they were proud of. And still are.
KD: I actually found this photo of your mom in the 1922 yearbook [The Aurora, 1922, page
170; Catherine Neville is in the front row, third from left].
RR:

Oh my goodness.

KD:

I think…(pointing) is this her?

RR:

No. You know, maybe. Not a real good picture, but yes, that could be my mom.

KD:

I can send you a better view of it, that’s not printed out on printer paper.

RR: I would love that. Thank you very much, yeah. I don’t know if you could find my dad or
not. He was, I don’t know what years he was there, but anyway. Thank you! That’d be great.
KD:

So it looks like she was maybe a Campfire Girl?

RR: I don’t know. She grew up in White Cloud, Michigan, on a farm that was very, very poor.
I mean, if you’ve ever been there, I don’t know why they even try to farm it. It’s just full of
rocks, and they keep breaking—they kept breaking plows every spring when they did it, just…
And she was, she was just a charger. She came in and I guess I read she was sixteen or seventeen
when she came, and that would be a big move for a country girl. And then she, as you read, then
she went down to Kentucky, in the hills, and taught. Very, very primitive. I wish I’d known her
better, so I could have heard stories and background of it. Anyway, she was a special lady.
KD: Yeah, I saw her senior picture in the yearbook, and it had, you know, a list of all of the
clubs she was affiliated with and she seemed busy.
RR:

Yeah.

KD: She was in the Women’s League and the History Club, and many different organizations.
So it sounds like she was—was she civic minded?
RR: Yes, she was. I was born in the—during, well before World War II—but I can remember,
I was about six years old when it started, and my mom volunteered at the USO. That was in
Ypsilanti downtown where the Materials Unlimited is, I don’t know if you’d know where that is.
MJ:

Yep.

RR: And with the bomber plant, there were a lot of soldiers stationed there to protect the
plant. And she volunteered there for, you know, dances and all kinds of activities for the soldiers.
And I can also remember, there was a Cleary College where the Business School is now. And I
can remember going there with her, ‘cause I would’ve been under ten, and they used to fold used
sheets for bandages for the soldiers from World War II. So, yes, she was always involved. She
had multiple sclerosis, so it just got more difficult and more difficult, but...she did her part, yeah.
KD: I’m also trying to avoid that, because I know I’m going to have to listen to myself as I
type up the transcript, and so, I’m trying not to say “um” a lot.
RR:

“Ums” and things (laughing).

KD:

So, growing up in Ypsilanti, what were your impressions of Michigan State Normal?

RR: Well, it was the college on the hill. The nice thing was, back in those days, Ypsilanti was
rather confined. I mean, there was all countryside around the, I don’t know, let’s see. What could
I give you a reference to where it all started to be country? Well, let’s see. I’m trying to think of a
landmark, but some of those have even changed. But it wasn’t too far west of the campus that all
at once it turned into country ‘til you got to Ann Arbor. And so, um, there were a lot of local
businesses, all the haberdashers of men’s clothes, women, shoes, two theaters. It was a really
cool town. And, a lot of the faculty lived in the community and were involved in the community.
There were a couple of clubs that are still going. One’s called the Twenty Club, and the other is
the Forum Club, and they both have equal members of the university and townspeople, but back
in the day, you know, they were lawyers, doctors, shop owners, clergy belonged to these from the
community, and then faculty from the [EMU], there’d be about ten of each in each of those
groups. And most people when I grew up you only had one car, so you didn’t have, you didn’t
drive ten miles to go shopping or anything like that. You either walked downtown or rode a bike
or… So it was, as I say, a really cool, small college town. So, that’s… It was an integral part of
the community.
KD: Did you always think you would go there, or was the expectation that you would go
there?
RR: That was kind of my only option, because, don’t want to belabor it, but both my parents
had died and I kind of self-supported myself and my aunt raised my two brothers and I, and
stayed in Ypsi, and I just could never have afforded to go away to college, so it worked out well.
I was able to work, go to school, pay my way, and, you know, I look back and it would’ve been
fun to go away and have that experience. I did join a fraternity, so that kind of got me involved.
In fact, I just had lunch with four guys the other day that were hanging around way back then. So

that was fun, reminiscing. But no, that was my only—I never even thought of the U of M, even
though it was that close. Michigan State Normal was the place for me.
KD: What were some, since we’ll be talking about the Huron logo, were there traditions
surrounding the Huron name in your day?
RR: No, we knew we were Hurons and we knew it had been a local tribe and we knew that no
disrespect to it. In fact we considered it, you know, an honor to honor them. But there was none
of the “tomahawk chop” or any of that back in the day. Just the song was “Hurons, Hurons, hats
off to you / Fight, fight, fight for old EMU!” But before “EMU” (laughing).
KD: I haven’t gotten to go to any sporting events yet because of COVID, so I don’t even know
the songs yet. I look forward to learning them.
RR: Well, I read the fight song the other day and it just, I can’t get it (laughing). I just—so
many years—twenty-five years on the Board and four years of college, and that one’s burned in
my memory, so I’m having a little trouble [remembering] the Eagles [song]. But it’s good! They
did a nice job (laughing).
KD: So, you were appointed to the Board of Regents. What did you imagine being a Regent
would be like?
RR: Well, having sat on City Council for two years prior to being appointed, I kind of had an
idea what a board of directors-type organization was like, and policy making. So that didn’t turn
out to be a surprise. I’d had enough experience on the other that it was very similar in the way
they operated.
KD: Just a few years into your time—just shortly after you joined the Board of Regents the
first kind of documented complaint about the Huron name and logo came. I read that in 1970, the
new Association of American Indian Students submitted a petition to change the logo, and then
within a week there was an editorial in the Eastern Echo that called for EMU to consider a new
symbol. You were new to the Board, but what do you recall about that time?
RR: Boy, I don’t recall that being an issue that early, to tell you the truth. That was, you know,
they were pretty hectic times with the Vietnam War and the concerns over that, and the student
activism over that. I just, I think, in my mind I don’t recall that. Surprises me.
KD: Well, it sounds like the issue was handled by a Student Senate committee, so I don’t
know that it came across your desk at that time, but I wondered if you had had it on your radar.

RR:

No, I had not.

KD: Apparently President Sponberg suggested to the committee that Trojan could be a new
nickname?
RR:

Yeah.

KD:

Could’ve been the EMU Trojans. What do you think of that? (Laughing)

RR: It wouldn’t’ve gone very well. In fact, when we were considering a new name, after we
decided Hurons no longer, I was chair of a committee to come up with a new name. And I
stupidly volunteered to do that. I said, “Well, I’ve gone here, I’ve got a history, you know, I’ll
chair that committee to come up with a new mascot.” And I thought because of our long history
with teacher education, back then we would send a lot of students to Lincoln School and
Roosevelt School. That’s where the Roosevelt Hall is. That was a high school. And that’s where
they did student teaching. And so I thought, well, because of the long history and all the teachers
and everything, that, how about the Eastern Rough Riders? Well, one of the guys, one of the
faculty members said, “No, no, no, that won’t work; that’s the name of a condom.” So I said,
“Oh, okay.” (Laughing) ‘Cause I thought, you know, that would’ve, I thought, placated a lot of
the graduates, but... Okay. Back on the record.
KD: (Laughing) Oh man, that was great. Yeah, I guess Trojan was a problematic name. I
hadn’t thought about that.
KD: So, jumping ahead to the late ‘80s. I know throughout the ‘70s there were a lot of
initiatives and task forces on the conditions for minority students on campus, and attempts to
make campus more sensitive to the needs of minority students. So, I’m wondering, what was the
atmosphere on campus with regard to social justice in the late ‘80s?
RR: I think the Board took it very seriously. I guess I’ve always kind of been sensitive to the
feelings and concerns of other people, and as you’ve probably noted, when I was at City Council
I voted for a gentleman who’d been on the council for twenty years and never been mayor and
the only reason was because he was Black. And that in the ‘60s, which to you is a long time ago,
to me seems not that long ago, but you know the craziness of just not electing the guy, who was
very competent and capable as mayor because he was Black just didn’t sit well with me, so I’ve
always tried to be—well, not tried, it’s just in me—sensitive to the feelings of other people. So if
someone feels that they’re being mistreated, not treated fairly, whatever the case may be, I’m
more than willing to listen. Sometimes it’s true, sometimes it’s not. And so when those kinds of
issues came to the Board, I took them very seriously and listened to the concerns.

KD: In 1988, that’s when the Michigan Department of Civil RIghts issued a report
recommending that ninety-nine schools in the state evaluate their use of Native American names
and logos and mascots and potentially remove them, to change their logos. So how did the other
members of the Board of Regents react to this report?
RR: Well, I think that, if I recall- I don’t know how the final vote came down, but I think it
was pretty evenly split. I think the rationale for those who didn’t want to change was, “Well, we
don’t mean it to be demeaning. We mean it as more of an honor than being demeaning. We don’t
want to lose the support of our alumni.” That was a concern. And there was a great deal of
pressure from alumni on the Board not to change it. And so it certainly wasn’t unanimous.
Maybe the vote turned out that way. I think it might’ve turned out seven to one or something like
that. Deep in their hearts they didn’t feel that way, but. In fact, I certainly can’t speak for them. I
can only speak for myself.
KD: So then the Board established a committee to evaluate the use of the name and the
symbols.
RR:

Do you have the names for that committee?

KD: I do. Because there were two committees… Let me find the list for that first one. The first
logo committee, which was chaired by Gene Smith…
RR:

Do you know who he is?

KD:

I’ve heard the name but I don’t know a lot about him.

RR: Well, he happens to be the Athletic Director for The Ohio State University. We hired this
young guy that had graduated from Notre Dame and worked for IBM but loved football and
sports. We hired him as an Assistant Athletic Director. Now he’s Athletic Director at one of the
major universities. Anyway, so he would’ve been with...at that time Gene would’ve been
representing the Athletic Department. I think he might have been Assistant AD at that time, so
that’s why he would’ve been called in, because that’s where you use the logo most- in sporting
events. Who else?
KD:

So that committee included Charlotte Atkins, Secretary of Human Resources…

RR:

Okay.

KD:

Dr. Donald Briggs, Faculty Council…

RR:

Okay.

KD:

Wayne Hanewicz, Faculty Council…

RR:

So there’s no members of the Board on that.

KD: No. Dennis LeFond, Director of University Marketing; Kathy Tinney, Director of
University Communications at that time…
RR: Kathy Tinney, she was there a long time. She just recently passed away. But anyway she
worked there, gosh, well into the millennium.
KD:

Yeah, I think she worked at Eastern like thirty-eight years.

RR:

Yeah, fine lady, wonderful lady.

KD: Did you—was she involved with the logo change going forward or was she just on this
committee?
RR:

She was just on the committee for recommendation.

KD: Okay. So this committee is formed with people from Men’s Swimming, and one person
from the Alumni Association, Dr. Jack Minzey.
RR: I don’t know if Jack was a retired faculty then or not. He was a longtime faculty member
of Eastern.
KD:

Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt you.

RR:

Well, I interrupted you.

KD: No, no, this is the problem with Zoom, and we go through this in every Zoom class,
where you’re like, “You first!” So they formed this committee and then they were charged with
reviewing the history, attempting to contact representatives from the Huron tribe, and holding
public hearings. Did you have any sense of how this process was going to go? What did you
think might happen?
RR: I thought that—I thought a recommendation would probably be “do not change it.”
There’s just too many alumni to be unhappy, all the sports teams, [they] kind of bought into the
Huron, you know, the warrior – tough. You know, they thought that was a good type of mascot to

have. So I thought the recommendation—and maybe you’ve got what their recommendation was,
I can’t remember—but I would’ve expected them to say, maybe keep the name, change the logo,
something like that.
KD:

Yeah, so they did vote eight to six to keep the name and logo, so pretty, fairly close.

RR:

Yeah.

KD: One thing that Gene Smith wrote was that the low response of the opposing view was
staggering and, “Even more staggering was the overall low number of respondents to the survey
and participants in the public hearings.” So, why do you think public participation was so low?
RR: You know, I don’t know. I just don’t know. They probably didn’t take it that seriously,
and, “Oh, they’re not going to do anything about it. They’re just gonna do a little study and move
on.” So, I have no idea.
KD: So, they decided to keep the name and logo, or recommended that. But then they also
made like a dozen recommendations, or more than a dozen recommendations for recruiting and
retaining Native American students and developing sensitivity across the campus community
toward Indigenous cultures and people, ‘cause they found that there were a lot of instances of,
maybe, misuse of—
RR: Oh, yes. People took a lot of liberties on how you used the logo. And I can understand
that being a concern. I do recall once that we did change—kept the idea of the logo, but did
research into the way the feather is and the headband; different tribes did ‘em differently, and
someone had done the research so that the Huron likeness was authentic. Instead of the, like the
University of Florida—no, they’re the Gators—but Florida State. The screaming Indian thing.
They were concerned about having it authentic, and that was before the issue came up, I think.
Or maybe after that one way back in the ‘70s.
KD: Yeah, I think that’s after the incident in the early ‘70s is when they switched from the
tomahawk… Let me see, I think I’ve got a picture here. I don’t know if you can see this well
but... [Holds up Laurence N. Smith and Paul C. Heaton’s Eastern Michigan: A Sesquicentennial
Project (Ypsilanti, MI: Eastern Michigan University, 1999), page 252, pointing to the logo used
in 1970, which “at that time depicted a demonic, tomahawk-wielding Indian amid a block ‘E.’”]
RR: Boy, I don’t remember that one. That did not last very long, but I can see why that would
be very offensive.

KD: And then they changed to this one... [Points to the widely-known logo adopted circa
1972, featuring the profile of a Native American beside “EMU.”]
RR:

Well, that one didn’t last long, or, if it did, I wasn’t aware of it.

KD: Were there other ways that, you know, the committee or the Board in general sought out
Native American perspectives or contributions throughout this process?
RR: I think they relied a great deal on that committee and those recommendations. Those are
pretty much handled by administration, those recommendations. And we found no fault with
them or thought that any of them needed to be different. So we did support that report. Probably
not a vote, but just said, “That’s good, continue trying to be more sensitive in recruitment of
students, etc.”
KD: How did you anticipate that the Indian Symbol Review Committee’s decision would be
received by different factions in the community?
RR: I think that, because of the report and the vote and recommendations that no one would
find any reason to have concern over that. I mean, they were all good recommendations and they
didn’t change the logo and they didn’t change the name, so I think everyone was happy that
it—that the situation at that time had been resolved, they thought...
KD: Right, so then I’m curious how that, then, turned around. In this book that I have here, the
Sesquicentennial Portrait that was written by Larry Smith and Paul Heaton, Smith quoted
himself. He said after the review committee decided to keep the logo and the name, Larry Smith
was quoted in the Eastern Echo, saying, “Anything that is racist that has anything to do with
EMU should be eliminated. If we cannot take a stand against bigotry, who can?” And so the way
it kind of came across to me in the book was that maybe Smith’s advocacy was a bridge between
the [committee] decision and then President Shelton’s statement a year later. I’m curious what
your perspective was with regard to what role Larry Smith played in this.
RR: Well, he was Vice President, and so he was in the upper echelons of the university. I just,
I don’t know how much effect that really had. Even though it’s a major portion—the university is
a major portion of the city in size and scope etcetera, I think day-to-day people are not
concerned. So, that’s going on. And of course what he said is true. We don’t want to, in any way,
promote racism or any inkling that it might be, but community-wise, as long as the logo stayed,
and you know let’s face it, most people in the community are not EMU graduates and the
involvement by community in EMU has gotten less and less—I think, and this is only my
perspective—because of the change in dynamics of the city. Back when I grew up, probably
eighty percent of the town was single family. Now I saw some staggering—and I don’t want to

commit to a percentage— amount of rentals and non-family-owned homes, and so it’s more of a
transient community now. So a good many people are just trying to get by day to day and what’s
happening on, as we said, the Hill, just, they’re not concerned. So it, I think that maybe we
think—”we,” the University—think we’re making a bigger influence on the community than we
really are. I’m sad to say, but I think there’s the University community and then the Ypsilanti
community and the melding of the two is not that great, especially now. My opinion and
observation.
KD: So maybe, you know, business that was going on on campus wasn’t quite so
earth-shattering beyond the walls of the campus. Is that [what you mean]?
RR:

That’s what I was trying to say.

KD: Okay, just wanted to make sure I was understanding. So you go from this
recommendation to retain the logo and then there’s a change a year later. And I’m wondering
what was going on during that time. You said you thought it was all resolved and you would just
keep going with sensitivity issues.
RR:

Right.

KD:

What changed over that period?

RR: Well, I think the activism by students that were not happy with that and...yeah, it was just,
people kept, became more active. Students and non-students, so it kept coming up, and they were
getting a lot of press, on campus, off campus. And so we had to, as a Board, had to make some
kind of decision that tried to put the issue at rest. So we had at the Board meetings we always
had the open forum at the beginning, and it just became more and more people speaking on the
issue, becoming more active and agitated about it. So, we were listening and we couldn’t let it
just keep festering. I think that...so that’s what the impetus was to move forward on it.
MJ: Can I jump in here for a second? For the logo review committee’s meetings, the turnout
was really small. But then, as time went on, we’re hearing that public participation grew, and
public grievances grew, at least in the campus community. And there was more activism. So do
you think it was just a matter of time? Like, they just needed time for this issue to keep sort of
percolating until it kind of simmered up. Is that all that changed?
RR: I think so. I think that the people that felt very strongly about the issue just were not
going to accept that recommendation, and so they kept pushing and they got more and more
support, and I give them credit for that. And, you know, inertia is inertia. If we didn’t have to
change it, if we could get by without it, that was easier. But the, yeah, the activism by the

students, supposed tribal chiefs and hierarchy of various tribes, some of ‘em were legit, some
weren’t, but...it fomented to the point where we had to do something.
MJ:

Okay. You said that some tribes were not legit. How did that work?

RR: Well, it… It was some people professing to be in the hierarchy of Native American
culture, and it turns out that they weren’t, but they were vocal and they were able to stir things
up. Just, hangers on is not even...they were more than hangers on. They were very vocal. And so
as we would do background as best we could on these people, and, as we say, found out some of
‘em were not what they professed to be.
MJ:

Okay, thank you.

KD: You knew that some decision had to be made, there was a faction that was unhappy with
the previous decision. You ended up asking President Shelton to make a decision. So why was it
that the Board of Regents couldn’t come to an agreement?
RR: Well actually, the way a board works, that was the correct way to do it. You give the
president the authority not to make the change, but give him the authority to go ahead and make
a recommendation. Almost everything a board decides is a recommendation from the
administration and we as a Board don’t want to get into the day-to-day running of the University,
and the president certainly doesn’t want us in the day-to-day running of the University. You
know, we hold him responsible for what he does and recommends, but no, that’s a proper way
that you run an organization, you just ask the administration to—they’ve got the time, the
resources, that’s their full-time job to look into that and make what they consider an educated
recommendation.
KD: Yeah, I was curious because in one newspaper clipping I saw that you said, “I think the
Board of Regents put the president in a very difficult situation. We couldn’t make a decision, so
we told him to.” You said, people say that “He’s the new guy on the block and he doesn’t know
anything, but he’s had plenty of experience. He knows tradition counts, so if you’ve got a
problem, you need to take it up with the Board of Regents.”
RR: Sounds like I was passing the buck, doesn’t it? (Laughing) But no, as I said previously,
you can’t have the Board of Regents or any organization having the Board making day-to-day
important decisions without the support of your administration or at least their opportunity to
present their feelings of the best options. So, I wish I hadn’t made that quote, but the point was,
he was the new president and this very divisive issue comes up, and that’s what he’s paid to do,
is to make recommendations to the Board, and...but it kind of cut the legs out from under him for
fundraising with the alumni, and that’s what I meant. That here he’s a very articulate, outgoing

guy that’s a good gladhander, that would represent the University very well, and now he’s got to
go out to alumni groups and that’s all they talk about, and he’s trying to raise money for the
university and that’s why I felt badly for him. But it comes with the territory.
KD: So, he sort of suggested in the recommendation that he made in January 1991 that he was
a bit between a rock and a hard place. People would be angry if he made a recommendation one
way or the other, or if he made no recommendation. What did you see as his options at that
point?
RR: Well, nothing good (laughs). Well, just either keep it, don’t keep it, keep it with
modifications, like Central is- I guess they’re still the Chippewas but they have their C, not the
logo, which I’m surprised that still works, but it works for them. And so it was just a tough time
and the options...probably the easiest option would’ve been, say keep it and see how long the
active people would stay active and if they were denied once more. I mean, that would’ve made
it much easier on the road for him for alumni, and you know, that’s one of the reasons you hire a
president is to promote the university through the alumni, business groups, etcetera, etcetera to
raise money. So, that’s why it was tough, because, as I say, the easier, probably easier for the
university to raise money was for him to keep the logo. Another study we did was all these
people come to board meetings upset about the idea of changing it, and then afterwards the open
session was very active with unhappy people and how they would say, “Well, we’re not going to
give any more money to the University.” And they were very vocal, we knew their names, and
looked it up. I think 95 percent of them had never given a dime to the university, but they were
alumni, many of them were athletes, had been athletes. So they were very upset, but they also
had not been that big of supporters of the university financially. But, I don’t know.
MJ: Can I jump in here one more time? I think you might have moved something with your
computer or something because your volume went down a lot.
RR:

Oh.

MJ:

Maybe the microphone?

RR:

I don’t know! Can you hear me okay? No?

MJ:

I think so. Yeah. Katie, can you hear him okay?

KD:

Still a little bit quieter than before, but I’m not sure.

RR:

I don’t know why. I’m all plugged in. So, I’ll just talk a little louder.

MJ:

We can fix it after we’re done.

KD:

Yeah.

RR:

We don’t want to do this again.

KD: (Laughing) No. So that was January 1991. Do you start the calendar with the calendar
year rather than the school year? Is that kind of how it works?
RR:

Yes, we do. For appointments, right.

KD: So that was the first meeting of the year and, did you know that President Shelton was
going to make a recommendation at that meeting?
RR:

I probably did, yes, because being—was I chairman then?

KD:

No.

RR: I was not. Okay. Then I wouldn’t’ve. I would’ve assumed he was, yes. Because when I
was chairman I always met with the president before the meeting to go over the agenda so it
would run smoothly. Or more smoothly (laughing).
KD: So yeah, at that meeting Regent Burton stepped down from the position of chairman and
Anthony Derezinski was elected in his place.
RR:

Okay.

KD:

That same…

RR:

Have you talked to Tony Derezinski?

KD:

We have not. Is…

MJ:

Another student is talking to him this Friday.

RR:

Okay.

MJ:

Yeah, is there anything you think we should ask him?

RR: Ah no, Tony and I were—are friends. I haven’t seen him in a while. He’s got some
serious health issues, but he and Shelton went on the road promoting the change after they did it
to other schools who were struggling with it. I think he was a strong supporter of the
recommendation.
KD: That makes me wonder if—was John Burton already planning to step down from his
position as chairman or could it have been tied to this?
RR: No, I don’t think so. I think it was just a change and… I don’t remember the political
dynamics but no, John didn’t… I think maybe... John happened to be the mayor that I voted for
that was Black. He was getting a fair amount of pressure to keep the logo. I can’t recall how John
voted on that. Being a minority, you would expect that he probably supported the change, but he
was getting a lot of pressure from friends. So, I don’t know. I can’t remember. Does it show the
vote on the change?
KD:

Yes.

RR:

How each person voted?

KD:

Yes, so…

RR:

If you’re not there yet, Katie, you know, stay on schedule.

KD:

(Laughing) Okay, we will come back to that.

RR:

Okay.

KD:

Um so, what was the atmosphere at that meeting?

RR: Oh, it was extremely tense. You know, the people who had actively supported the change
and the people who were against the change were there, and uh… No, it was one of the more
tense meetings.
KD: So then they formed the Logo Review Committee, and Anthony Derezinski was quoted
in the Eastern Echo as saying, “I believe there is nobody more qualified to serve in that
position,” the position of chair of that committee, “Than Richard Robb. He is the only Regent
that graduated from EMU, he’s been on the Board for twenty-five years, and he’s a wonderful
person that truly represents the continuity of this university.” So…

RR: Wow! Wow (laughing). I must’ve missed that one in the Echo. No, I’m only kidding.
Tony and I are good friends. We do a lot of bantering back and forth (laughing). He was biting
his tongue the whole time.
KD:

So you’re surprised he said such kind things.

RR:

Right.

KD: So what was that conversation like? How did you end up being the chair of that
committee?
RR: Well, they decided to have the committee to come up with a new name and logo, and I
foolishly thought that—normally I don’t do this kind of thing—I foolishly thought because of my
history—family history, my history—that I would add some kind of legitimacy to it, and people
might find it a little more acceptable. Here this guy graduated, he’d been a Huron, his folks went
there, his brother, you know, all of that. I thought that possibly it would make things a little easier
for the University, to have me as the chair, to make the recommendation for the change. Well,
that certainly wasn’t the case. But that’s what I told President Shelton. I said, “I’ll do it.” Maybe
it’ll be the best way to placate some of the hostility, but it didn’t, so. That’s how it happened.
KD: I’m curious how you approached this undertaking. Did you read books or articles on
social justice, or did you reach out to other schools that had been in a similar situation, or did you
just rely on the knowledge you’d gained over the past couple of years? You know, how did you
prepare for this?
RR: Well I just… I didn’t do all those heavy things you say. (Laughs) It just—because of my
long tenure and involvement with the school I thought that, and listening to both sides, I just, I
felt strongly that it should change. My reasoning was, if the people that we’re trying to represent
find it offensive, who am I to tell them it’s not? And I can tell them it’s not meant to be, but I
certainly can’t tell them “you’re not offended.” And I just—if enough people were legitimate,
they were students, and there were Indians that wanted it changed… And I just said, “Well, I’m
not going to offend you because I don’t think I’m offending you.” And so I felt the change was
the right thing to do, and so I said, “Okay, let’s just move forward, let’s find a name and a logo
that’s acceptable to as many people as we can,” and… No, I didn’t do anything other than just
my gut feeling and, I guess, sensitivity to the issue.
KD: How did you approach the challenge of, kind of, making people who didn’t feel that way
or didn’t understand that perspective, members of the majority who felt like, “Oh well my intent
is pure,” how did you kind of communicate with them that the needs of members of the minority,
you know, need to be considered by everybody?

RR: Well, I made that pretty similar to what I just told you, I did do that in a public board
meeting, why I had felt that it needed to change and why I thought it was the right thing to do. It
was pretty much what I just said to you, and of course it didn’t change anybody’s mind or
anything but at least they hopefully understood, as misguided as they thought I was, they
understood where I was coming from.
KD: So your first task was assembling a committee with representatives from every segment
of the university and community. How did you set about that task and what segments of the
community were you looking to represent?
RR: We certainly wanted students, we wanted alumni, we wanted university administration. I
can’t tell you—you’ve probably got a list of people around that committee, which I don’t. I
remember a couple of them, but… How big a committee was it? It was fairly large.
KD: Yeah, so you were shooting for eighteen to twenty-five people, but you ended up with
twenty-seven, which…
RR: Twenty-seven, wow. That was a strange number, but we tried to cover all our bases,
didn’t we?
KD: Yeah, you said in a newspaper, “I don’t know when we’re all going to find time to meet!”
That must’ve been a challenge.
RR: You know, I think… Does it say anywhere how many times we met? I can only
remember one.
KD: Um, I don’t know off the top of my head. I think there might’ve been a meeting to… I’m
not sure. It was a pretty short timespan. Kind of a quick turnaround, because in February you
named the committee and in May you put forth names for suggested logos. So only maybe a few
times.
RR: Yeah, yeah. One thing I remember, there were people on the committee who were against
the change, and I remember one gentleman—I don’t remember his name—happened to be
African American and he said, “Well, I just don’t think this should change, I don’t believe that
there’s anything wrong with it, I don’t—we should keep it as it is.” I said, “Well,” and I didn’t
mean this being a smart aleck or anything, I said, “Well, would you mind if we called ‘em the
Ubangis and they ran around in loincloths and spears?” “No, I wouldn’t mind at all!” I says,
“Well, that kinda shot that one right—shot that balloon right out of the air.” I thought, “Well, this
is a good analogy to how Indians find this offensive. Would you find that offensive?” He said,
“No.” So I kind of went back in my shell and tried to run the meeting. But it… There were many

names. Yeah, the first meeting and then I think we did some kind of outreach for suggestions to
come to the committee, and then that didn’t...well, there were quite a few names, and I can’t
recall what they were. But there was a meeting—at the meeting where we did choose Eagles, the
press was there and there was a lot of, still, animosity, even within the committee, about the
change, and so I went into private session and I got lambasted for that, but we just weren’t
getting anything done. It was just all this acrimony and I didn’t want it playing out in the press.
And it was legal, because it wasn’t like decision-making—it was a recommendation committee,
not decision-making, so. But I do recall that and caught some flak for that and maybe rightfully
so, I don’t know. Anyway, I can’t recall exactly how the vote went on coming up with Eagles,
but it was, you know, a majority of the committee.
MJ:

Who did you get lambasted by?

RR:

The press for going into a private session.

MJ:

Oh, okay. And are we talking…

RR: And as I say, it was legal, because there wasn’t any decision-making, although… Yeah,
that wasn’t personal... You know, it was iffy (laughing).
MJ: I guess, we hear a lot about these really contentious—or we hear that these meetings were
very contentious, especially those trying to pick a new name. I think I heard some of that from
John Fountain, when we interviewed John…
RR:

Yeah.

MJ:

And also from Bob England.

RR:

Yep.

MJ: And I guess I’m just always, I always have to ask, do you have any memorable moments
in particular?
RR: Well, no, not other than the one where I thought I was so clever. (Laughing) It—a lot of
names—it came up and there was always a reason that it wasn’t a good one, no matter what it
was, and then when we did come up with Eagles, you know, we’re lambasted with how kinda not
special that is, or was. But as Katie reminded me in her email, that was thirty years ago, so I
guess… (Laughing) Hard to believe. They weren’t pleasant meetings, but people weren’t rude or
name-calling or anything like that. They just felt strongly. I guess mostly strongly not to change
it, but I kept saying, “Well, it’s gotta be changed, let’s help out here.” So.

KD: How did that work being on the committee to find a new name and a bunch of the people
don’t want to find a new name?
RR: Well, I just said, “Well, it’s gonna happen, and, you know, if this isn’t,” it wasn’t a
majority vote-type thing, “Whatever this committee comes up with we’ve got to accept.” That
wasn’t the way it was set up. It was a recommendation, and I don’t recall, but I’m sure if I could
say, well, ten people recommended this, three were that, five this, as chairman of the committee I
recommend this. I can’t remember exactly the mechanism. Some things you kinda drive out of
your memory (laughs).
KD: So some students complained that you didn’t hold a student referendum on the logo issue.
You mentioned that you did seek suggestions, but how did you try to engage students in the
process?
RR: Boy, that’s a good question. I don’t recall that, but it certainly makes sense that that
probably happened. And I’m sure there were students on that naming committee. But uh, no, I
don’t think we ever considered a referendum, and I don’t know if it came to the point where we
had to say yes or no. That might’ve just been, you know, letters to the editor or opinions, but
never—I don’t believe we were ever challenged at the Board to have a resolution or a vote on
whether we should or shouldn’t have a student referendum. That would’ve been interesting.
MJ: Do you think that students—this is just a general question, and I’m glad to finally ask it
to a former Regent—do you think that students and Regents have enough interaction? Do you
think they need more?
RR: Well, I can’t, you know, I can’t speak to what it is now. I know when I was on the Board,
I did request and it did happen that we had a Student Affairs Committee of the Board of Regents.
Back then, the Board met every month, which I don’t know how they do it now, quarterly or
something, which I don’t know how you conduct business that way, because it seemed like every
month we had issues enough to discuss and vote on, but anyway we did set up a Student Affairs
Committee, which was represented by student government and students at large. It was very,
very effective. So I don’t know if they still have that or not. So we had really good—I mean I
still hear from, I’ll say kids, ‘cause they aren’t anymore of course, seeing as how they aren’t
(laughing), but, you know, that recall being on those meetings with me and now they’re
successful. One’s a judge, you know, all kinds of good stuff happened. But no, we had an
excellent rapport with students, so I would hope that they feel they have that conduit to the Board
now. I don’t know.
KD: I have no idea about the Board. Maybe I should look into that. So, you mentioned that
there was a lot of pressure from alumni. Some alumni had opposed the potential logo change

when it was discussed back in 1971, including the president at that time of the Alumni
Association. They cited history and tradition.
RR:

What’s his name?

KD:

Sorry?

RR:

Do you have his name?

KD:

Um, I did have his name. I think it’s in the book.

RR: Katie, you’re doing great. Very well organized. There’s a lot—just hither, thither, and yon
with all this stuff.
MJ:

Yeah.

KD:

That was Frederic W. Bennetts.

RR:

Okay. I don’t recall him.

KD: Alumnus and president of the Alumni Association in ‘71. So he said, “As a former
varsity athlete and proud possessor of a beautiful varsity ring, I would be very disappointed and
sad in seeing a change in this very historically-important identity with our school.” So that was
back in ‘71.
RR:

This all happened in ‘71 or later?

KD:

Yeah, that was in ‘71.

RR:

The name change was?

KD:

Oh no, no, no. That was the first…

RR:

Right.

KD:

The first round, when they brought it up with President Sponberg.

RR:

Okay.

KD: So, did you expect a similar reaction from alumni? I guess… Did you think things could
go differently this time around?
RR: No. They were, prior to the name change and during the deliberation time, as I say, we
met every month, so we have the public opinion section at the very beginning of the Board
meetings and they were always there, saying don’t change it, and I knew that that would not go
away. In fact, one of the guys, that’s why I asked the name, I thought it night be this one person
every time he would see me, because he was a local person, he would just turn red in the face
and point at me and say, “He’s the guy,” and I was worried about his health. I mean, he was that
worked up about it. I thought he might have a heart attack or a stroke. I mean, it was that
important to him. And he was one that had never given a dime to the school, but be that as it
may. And we used to have a Fourth of July parade in Ypsilanti, and a Heritage Festival parade,
and they would have Huron Forever float in it, and if I happened to be watching and they
happened to see me, you could feel and see the animosity that they felt toward me, so no, I
wasn’t surprised. I noticed something just the other day on Facebook, a “Huron Forever” person,
so. And I get it. You know. I’m a Huron forever. I was a Huron when I went there, but now I’m
an Eagle forever, too.
KD: What is it—why do you think people feel that strongly, that passionately, to the point of
almost having a heart attack?
RR: I think that, I would—I have no idea, this is only my opinion—but I would suspect that
80 percent of those people were athletes and, you know, “rah rah,” I love athletics, so I don’t
mean that demeaningly, but, you know, it’s a bonding thing and they were Hurons and fighting
for Michigan State Normal or Eastern Michigan College or Eastern Michigan University and
they were Hurons, and that’s a bonding thing. In fact that’s an issue I brought up at one of the
meetings. I said, “Well, we’ve changed the name three times.” I went to school under all three
names, with my screwing around in the Army and stuff. Leave that out. (Laughing). So I
mentioned that. He said, “Oh no, this is different, this is how we bonded. We were Hurons.”
Because they were all different schools, but they were all Hurons. So it, it’s almost like a
fraternity. They all felt this bond.
KD: But you’ve said before that your service as a Regent was a labor of love, and you know,
you might not have been a football player—I don’t know, maybe you were (laughing)—but you
still, you know, poured a lot of energy and heart into the university, so how did it feel to witness
this conflict?
RR: Well, you know, I felt badly that this issue, which I, in the grand scheme of things, I did
not think was that important. I mean, to the general—it was very important to the Indian

community, and I understand that—but in general, uh, I didn’t think—there were just more
pressing issues than that, in my opinion, and so I was disappointed in that.
KD: S—okay… I think “so” is the word I’m going to be worried about in my, you know, you
say “yeah” and I start every question with “so” (sighs).
KD: You received more than 375 suggestions for a new logo. Um, I don’t know if these were
all official suggestions, but there was a list in the Ann Arbor News that included Emus, Generals,
Patriots, Dominos, Educators, because they said that’s the purpose of the university, to educate.
Many were—some were between tongue-in-cheek and pretty nasty. Um, Good Ol’ Boys,
Corporate Raiders. So, my classmates and I were wondering, why not the Emus? We think EMU
Emus, it’s natural.
RR: I was okay with Emus. I can’t recall why, I mean, I did listen to the people on the
committee. I guess they didn’t figure an Emu was mean enough and tough enough. I can’t recall.
But it would’ve been a good fit, and I can’t imagine there’s anybody else who’s an Emu.
KD:
RR:

No, I don’t think so.
Maybe you oughta get it changed again.

KD:

I’ll bring that up to the Board. (Laughing)

RR:

Yeah.

KD:

There’s a school in…

RR: You know, Katie, I can’t remember how we culled it down, to tell you the truth. It seemed
to make sense at the time, but I think there were enough people who thought the Emu was not
tough enough or, not like a Cardinal, or some of these others that are not very tough either. The
alliteration Eastern Eagles works well.
KD: There was a note from somebody that was very politic but suggested that, you know, it
might not quite have the optics that—you know, the Emu. So, there’s a school, a community
college in my hometown that's called the Artichokes, so…
RR:

Okay.

KD:

Could be worse.

RR:

That’s kinda weird, but. The Fighting Artichokes, okay.

KD:

Precisely. That was something they left up to the students, and this is what happens.

RR:

Alright.

KD: So anyway, the Logo Review Committee came down to three names: the Eagles, the
Green Hornets, and the Express. Um, so, Larry Smith said that Eagles was more traditional,
Green Hornets was fun, and Express was modern. So how did you determine what direction the
university identity should take?
RR:

I remember kind of the schematic on—what was it? Energy? What was the one?

KD:

The Express.

RR: Express. That was kind of a flashy logo. I think they had a draw-up of that. I think it just,
we’d had enough issues that Eagles, I guess, we figured was, of all of the constituents, that that
might work the best. Which...it didn’t. (Laughing)
KD: Were others—you were talking about this within the committee—were you getting—yes
you were getting input—but were you getting pressure from other Board members or from
President Shelton to go one direction with one of the, say, Eagles?
RR: No, I just… They took the recommendation, I think I made the recommendation for
Eagles and they didn’t—they were happy to have somebody else take care of that. “Enough of
this, let’s move on.” So they accepted that. And I like the logo. I think it looks really nice, the
Eagle.
KD:

Yeah.

MJ: I’ve been wondering about that, kind of since we started reading about the situation. Just
what it was like in the late stages of picking the logo, if people were just like, “Okay, we have
three choices, I don’t care which one it is, I’m so tired of this, let’s just please move on, ‘cause
we all have other things to do.”
RR: I think the Board felt that way. I think they were glad that I had a recommendation and
they weren’t gonna question it. I did have pressure earlier on to change my vote. That’s stepping
way back in this interview. But I recall after the vote and before some of these steps that, “You
know, you can change your vote, a lot of people are upset about this,” and I said, “No.” And
people that I cared about, that I hated to disappoint them in the regard that I was disappointing
them. I wasn’t sad about the decision.

KD: After all of this, in May 1991, the Logo Review Committee put forth the three names, the
Eagles, Green Hornets, and Express, to the Board of Regents for consideration and John Burton
moved to reject all three names.
RR:

He’d gotten a lot of pressure. Like I did.

KD:

What—

RR:

Go ahead, I’m sorry.

KD:

No, no. Did you have something to add?

RR:

Pardon?

KD:

Did you have something to add?

RR:

Oh no, go ahead. Finish up. I interrupted you. I apologize.

KD: What I read was that at a prior meeting he had spoken somewhat passionately about how
he thought that the name and logo should be changed and maybe got pressure from friends or
colleagues and changed his mind. So, how did you react to this motion to reject all of the names
you had come up with after all this time?
RR: Um… You know, I knew the pressure, because I’d gotten the same kind of pressure,
maybe from the same people, ‘cause John and I are both from Ypsilanti. And uh… I just had so
much respect for John for all the years, and he and I were close, and it just… I guess I
understood—maybe surprised. I understood it. I guess I wasn’t upset because I think I had the
votes. You know, sometimes I’ve had friends in politics that vote not their conscience but what
their constituents want, because they know the vote’s going to pass anyway without ‘em, and so
they can face their friends and say, “Well, I voted against it.” But they knew it should pass and it
did. I don’t know if that was the case with John. If it had been a vote swinger, I might’ve been
more upset (smiling).
KD: The motion did fail, four to three. Tom Guastello seconded and then Burton, Guastello,
and Clifton voted “yes,” and the other four of you voted “no.”
RR:

A strange combination there. The dynamics. The political dynamics. Go ahead.

KD:

How so?

RR:

Have you talked to Jimmy Clifton?

KD:

No.

RR: He was on the Board then. He lives in Ypsilanti. I mean I was close to a lot of the Board.
Some of ‘em I wasn’t, we were just too diametrically—I was appointed by a Republican
governor, reappointed by another Republican governor, reappointed by a Democratic governor,
and so I pretty much thought I, you know, had bipartisan support, but there was some lingering
animosity, especially when Governor Blanchard, who was a Democrat, appointed me. They
thought for sure they’d get another [Democrat]. The Board shouldn’t be political, in party
perspective, and they weren’t, but it still was a—it’s kind of an appointment from the governor,
so the Democrats were pretty upset that he didn’t appoint a Democrat, a known Democrat. But
anyway, Jimmy Clifton happens to be a retired Regent, lives in Ypsi. He also is African
American, and I don’t know if he and John got the same, similar pressure, because I guess I’m
kind of surprised—I forgot the vote. I guess I’m surprised that Jimmy did that. Although Jimmy
was, and is, still very active in supporting athletics. He goes to a lot of the sporting events, and
continues to, so that might’ve been his motivation to vote against it. But that’s more of a vote
against the whole thing than the name.
KD: Right. What would’ve happened at that point, if you’d—is the whole thing just null and
void, back to the drawing board? What happens next?
RR: Oh, yeah, I think if they had rejected—it’s easy for me to say now, but I think if they had
rejected—I’m sure I would’ve anyway. I think if they had rejected the recommendation, and not
voted on a change, then they would’ve had to go back to maybe a new committee to come up
with an acceptable name, and I would’ve said, you know, “Don’t put me on it. I’ve done this
much,” and not out of sour grapes, but I’m not going to bang my head against the wall twice;
once was enough. But that’s what I presume would’ve happened, because the resolution had
passed to change the logo, so they had to either go back and rescind that, or go back with a new
committee to come up with an acceptable logo. And of course they wanted the recommendation
to do like Central did, but I didn’t think you could separate it, personally. But Central seems to
have the blessing of the Chippewa Tribe, which is a much more active tribe than the Hurons, in
fact, I don’t even—they’re kind of splintered all over the place, the Hurons, just geographically,
where Chippewas, I think, is a bigger tribe and more active and so they have more clout.
MJ:

Can I jump in right here?

KD:

Yes.

MJ:

Sorry, Katie.

RR:

Pardon?

MJ: Sorry, Katie. Just real quick, I wanted to ask, as we go along through this conversation, it
starts to seem more and more clear that this problem seems to be between—like, you said that
most of the alumni who opposed it were probably affiliated with athletics, and so I’m wondering
if that was true on campus, too— it seems like it was more athletics vs. administration on it,
while the rest of the university was kind of like, “Whatever happens, happens.” If that’s true, I
wonder how that affected the university’s relationship with athletics going forward. Like, what
were the lingering effects of that?
RR: Well, I know that some of the long-time coaches were unhappy with it, but I never heard
anything—you know, they said, “Okay, we wish you hadn’t done it, but we’ll move forward with
it.” I guess now that I look back at it. Matt, I would’ve expected a little more blowback from the
coaches, but I don’t recall any. Now, they’re also pretty smart. You don’t wanna go banging
heads with the Board of Regents when we control their budgets and support. But as I say, I know
that they’re so involved in the day-to-day coaching and mentoring and that kind of stuff that,
uh—disappointment, for sure, probably some deep-seated animosity that they didn’t show, but
never actively opposed or openly opposed.
MJ:

Thank you.

KD: After that first motion to reject all names failed, Clifton actually moved to accept Eagles
as the new logo. So he voted “yes” in the last motion and now moved to accept Eagles. The
meeting minutes read, “A discussion was held. Regent Burton voted against the motion. Motion
carried. Regent Burton departed the meeting following the vote.” So, “a discussion was held.”
It’s so few words, and I’ll bet it was more than a few words. Do you recall how that discussion
went?
RR: You know, I really don’t, Katie. I only can assume that I pleaded the case, that, you know,
this is what we had done, this is how we arrived at this, these three choices. And I can’t
remember what kind of counter—I think that maybe John Burton, because he opposed the
change now, I think that that was his motivation. And I think probably Jimmy Clifton, his
negative vote was maybe a show of support for John, because they’d been allies and close. Both
UAW, Union guys that had worked together and friends.
KD: Okay. So, in that vote, John Burton was the lone “no” vote, so, um—I don’t know—and
then following the meeting, he left—or following the vote, he left the meeting, and you took a
fifteen-minute break and came back to it. I’m just wondering, did he just need a breather after
that, do you think? Was it emotional?

RR: I don’t know. He never shared that with me. Maybe he went and told some people, called
some people, said, “I tried and it didn’t work,” or I don’t—I don’t know. But as I say, and you
did read the Larry Smith thing [Richard Robb Oral History Interview, 1998 June 3, Digital
Commons@EMU], that John and I, special bond because of my vote on City Council, and he
never ever forgot, he was always appreciative, and to me it wasn’t a big—well, it was a big deal,
I knew what I was getting into when I voted for him as mayor, and I knew that was not going to
fly very well with some people, but I didn’t care. That just flat-out was a no brainer. And he
knew that I’d stepped up and so, a lot of politicians “what’d you do for me today?” That wasn’t
John. So anyway, I would never question John’s motivations.
KD: How important were those long-term relationships that you’d developed in the
community in your work as Regent? Like, all of those relationships you’d developed as a dentist
and as city councilman and everything. You know, it sounds like that played a big role in how
you ran things, how you operated on the Board of Regents.
RR:

Well, I don’t quite understand your question.

KD:

Um, I’m not sure I understand my question either, to be honest (laughing).

MJ: I kind of like the question. What I’m hearing is, you have all these connections to the
greater community, and we hear presidents say all the time—and I’ve heard Sponberg say over
and over—I’ve had to digitize a lot of his speeches…
RR:

Oh, that was—they were live speeches?

MJ:

Yeah.

RR:

Wasn’t he dynamic?

MJ:

He was so great! Yeah!

RR:

Yeah, yeah.

MJ: And he says all the time, the university is only as strong as the community that it’s in.
And I know that you said that that’s changed a lot, but I think I’d be interested to hear, and I
think maybe what Katie was getting at was, tell me if I’m wrong here, Katie—you have all these
connections, you have this long history. Everybody on the Board of Regents couldn’t’ve been the
same. What did you bring to the Board of Regents, because you have such roots here, and that
must set you apart from other Regents sometimes, doesn’t it? In what ways does it set you apart?

RR: Well, I can recall when John Porter was president and I was chair we would meet
every—the day before the meeting every month, and he always wanted to know what my
feelings would be, how an issue might fly in the community. I’d say, “John…” another
wonderful man, you know, I would give him my two cents’ worth on whether I thought it would
cause any stir in the community or not. Most people in the community are proud the university’s
there, but they don’t really follow the day-to-day stuff. They love it when the university does
well in sports, ‘cause that transcends all over, and they love it when they get national attention
for some wonderful program that Eastern has, but day-to-day stuff they just, you know, “That’s
University, I gotta run my business, they gotta run their university.” So I guess I was kind of a
conduit between the two, but for the most part people just wanted good press from the University
because it made them proud that it was in our community.
KD: Yeah, thank you, Matt. So, in considering the logo change as a whole and as part of these,
broader patterns of the social justice movement at EMU, I’d like to ask a question that President
Shelton asked himself when he was considering the matter of the Huron logo. He asked, “What
is the responsibility of an institution of higher learning?” Like, does an institution of higher
learning have a particular responsibility to further social justice or take strong stances on matters
like this, and does it have a—should it be held to a higher standard than other organizations?
RR: Yes. Absolutely. Absolutely. You know, our charge at the universities are to educate
students. You know, sometimes I question—and this is in general, not Eastern—that maybe the
classroom is used too much for, oh, political agendas, but when it comes to social issues, those to
me are not partisan issues, they’re just right and they’re wrong, and the issue today, you know,
with the Asian communities, it’s just unacceptable. I have an adopted granddaughter who
happens to be Asian. I don’t want her having to deal with—I don’t know how the university can
affect that, but they certainly should try, and they certainly should—and you see that type of
thing on campuses, the hate stuff. That—I’m not being too strong—breaks my heart. It just
shouldn’t happen. Why—and I don’t know what the university—I know they try to have a
sensitivity group, but if somebody doesn’t attend, thinks they don’t need it, whatever the case
may be, but—I think they should do everything in their power to further fight social injustice, no
matter what form it takes. So yes, they do have that responsibility, in my opinion.
MJ: I have one more question here. Sorry to jump in again. I’ve had the position of having to
dig through EMU history now for the last three or four years, and I’ve seen the different
identities that the school has gone through, and from this interview, I’m getting a really
interesting perspective from you about how the problem of the logo maybe didn’t extend as far
out into the community as we’ve kind of been conditioned to think it has. For example, just
doing this oral history project with this class, I had to push this project through about three
different offices, just to make sure it was okay.

RR: You know, I—I don’t know. From my friends, I still get teased about it, and that’s what it
is. “Oh, you’re the guy that changed the logo, you’re the…” you know, it’s all on me, ‘cause I’m
there. They may, some of them, think it maybe wasn’t the right decision, but it’s not all
encompassing and they don’t—they have more fun chiding me than it means anything. And of
course, thirty years later, it’s what happens. I think I read once, what, ten percent of a community
changes in ten years? I mean, the whole dynamics of people moving in and out—the students
now, I mean, that’s a long time ago when you’re eighteen, nineteen years old, holy smoke! Thirty
years ago? That’s old stuff. Bill Shepard probably runs across a Huron logo guy every now and
then. He would be the most likely. And he’s certainly capable of handling it. So, it was
newsworthy at the time, but did it shake—were people all worked up or at the dinner table that
was the major topic? I doubt it. Even then. I think the general consensus was, “Why are they
changing it?” You know. “I think that’s kind of foolish to change it.” That’s the opinion that
people had. But, I’d love to talk to them. Well, I know everybody you mentioned, which
surprises me (laughing). I mean really, I know so few people up there anymore.
MJ: Yeah, I have to say for the record also on the tail end of that question, that all of those
people I mentioned have all been really great about this project and having it happen and have
been nothing but supportive. And they’ve had tips and pointers. Yeah, they’re a very effective,
solid crew up there.
RR: Oh yeah. Just as an aside, Matt, when you’re listening to speeches, have you run across
any by Bingo Brown?
MJ:

Uh, I have—I believe I have something from his retirement ceremony or dinner?

RR: If you can get anything prior to that, amazing. He would—I mean, when I went to
Eastern—Michigan State Normal College—I think there were 3500 students, so it was small. I
mean, University of Michigan was eight, so I mean it’s not like there was the gigantic difference
that it sounds like. But he would fill, not Warner Gym, but Bowen Field House. Not mandatory,
just to hear him speak. So dynamic. He was like Sponberg. So if you’ve got a minute sometime
and you can dig up an old speech, you’d find it truly inspiring. (Laughing)
MJ:

Yeah, I’m going to send you a link to all these speeches. They’re all online.

RR:

Yeah.

MJ: Some of my favorites are like Vice President Alben Barkley, you know, from 1946 or
something who was in Pease Auditorium, and his speech is great. There’s a lot of stuff from
“Soapy” Williams.

RR:

Yep.

MJ: But I think one of my favorites is Sponberg speaking at a ceremony for George
Marshall…
RR:

Okay, yep.

MJ: [Marshall] was retiring. Sponberg gets quite emotional, he starts to cry on the podium,
talking about his friendship with Marshall, and it’s just so special. He seems like such a unique
guy.
RR:

That might’ve been the—was it, could it have been the track coach?

MJ:

Yeah, it was the track coach.

RR: Yep, ‘cause there was a Marshall who was a registrar for ever and ever and ever. Oh, he
was a—one thing about getting old, you have the opportunity of knowing all these—having
known all these people, which, to Katie, sounds interesting but doesn’t mean a hoot, and I
understand that, Katie. Back when I was there I didn’t give a hoot about Gene Elliott who was
the president. But now that I have lived with, and known all these people, it’s one of the things
you cherish in life is the opportunity to have known people like that, and been in their presence.
Good for you, Matt. But Bingo was something else.
MJ:

Yeah, it sounds like it.

RR:

Back to business, I guess.

KD: Well just, when you started off on the Board, you know, [in your] early thirties, did you
think you’d be on the Board for twenty-five years? What kept you there so long?
RR: Well, of course I didn’t think I would be there that long, because it was and is a political
appointment. But I’m just fortunate I was, because I really enjoyed it a lot. I enjoyed being a
dentist, but I enjoyed being on the Board of Regents, being associated with, meeting with smart,
bright, enthusiastic students, not-so-smart and bright faculty (smiling). That was just a dig. That
is not true at all, of course. The variety. And one thing I really enjoyed was there’s a total lack
of—that I could see—a total lack of racism, hate, or anything among the administration.
Occasionally you see it flare up with students, which, as I said earlier, kind of really bothers me
in this day and age. But it just seemed to be a place for opportunity based on qualifications, not
based on ethnic issues, racist issues, etcetera. So I found that diversity of the people I got to deal
with, I just really enjoyed that. Although I had that in my dental practice, too. I had a lot of

diversity. But, that’s why I enjoyed it. And I’m not afraid to make a decision. Some of them are
wrong, some of them are right, and when I make them, I think they’re right, so… Yeah, so I was
very fortunate. But when I went off the Board, there happened to be a Republican governor and
possibly I could’ve been reappointed, but there’d been a pretty dramatic change in the Board
makeup, and it got to the point where I’m sitting there, “We tried that once and it didn’t work.
We tried that, you know.” And I didn’t want to be the guy sitting there in the corner saying that
kind of stuff. New Board, there was enough of them that I didn’t have—they didn’t have the
continuity I had and, as I said, I didn’t want to be the old curmudgeon in the corner saying,
“Well, we tried that and it didn’t work and this and that,” and so I didn’t pursue it. And uh, I miss
it, I still miss it, but it changed and I don’t mean that it changed for the worse. It just changed.
But I was very fortunate. You know, everything kind of fell into place.
KD: Is there anything else you want to say for the record? Anything that’s been, like, burning
in the back of your mind, wishing I would ask?
RR: (Laughing) No, no. And of course if you think of something, email me. You thought,
“Oh, why didn’t I ask him that?” Or “Did he mean that?” Or...but make me look good, will you?
KD:

(Laughing) I think you’ve done very well at that yourself.

RR: Well, it was a pleasure to meet you, Katie, and you know I trust you, so I said some
things that were kind of sensitive and I hope that you respect that, that maybe we shouldn’t throw
that out. And Matt, I’m glad you’re so involved with everything going on and you understand my
love of the university. As I say, I do miss that, but at my age and circumstance, you know, I’m
doing good. (Laughing)
MJ: I have to add that what you said when we were talking about Marshall and Sponberg and
things about being in the presence of these captivating people that loomed so large, I mean, the
same is true for you. I mean, like I said, I’ve been digging around and seeing your name and your
face and your quotes for years now, so it’s really an honor and a pleasure to get to talk to you.
RR: Well, that’s kind of you to say. That’s kind of you to say. Oh, Katie, if you could take a
picture of that part of my mom’s activity in school or you find another picture or two of that
yearbook, I’d appreciate it very much. Share that with my kids so they see who their grandma
was who they never met. That’d be wonderful. I’d appreciate it.
KD:

Absolutely. I will do that.

RR:

Okay. Very good, guys. As I say, if there’s anything else just let me know.

KD:

Alright.

MJ:

Thank you so much.

RR:

You are welcome.

KD:

Thank you.

RR:

Enjoy your day. I’m going to go enjoy mine. It’s cloudy and sixty-five, but that’s okay.

KD:

It’s sunny and high-sixties today, so come to Michigan!

RR:

You’re doing better than I am! Okay, good talking to you.

KD:

Likewise. Thank you so much.

RR: Bye now.
[2:01:59]

